
PSALM 88 
A Petition to Be Saved from Death 
 
INTRODUCTION. 
 A. From Roy H. Enoch (11-8-95). 
 B. A Song. A Psalm of the sons of Korah.  To the Chief Musician.  Set to “Mahalath Leannoth.”  A  
  Contemplation of Heman the Ezrahite. 
 C. This has well been called the saddest of the psalms.  It has the tone of utter hopelessness, yet an  
  undying trust and continuing petition and prayer.  Coffman lists three titles for the psalm given by  
  different writers to explain the context of the tragedy described here: 
  1. “A National Lament During the Extreme Distress of the Exile” (Briggs). 
  2. “The Sorrowful Prayer of a Dying Leper” (Kittle). 
  3. “The Saddest Psalm in the Psalter” (Kirkpatrick). 
 D. Coffman says that after visiting a leper colony in the Far East, he believes that the second heading is 
  the most appropriate title. 
 E. The superscription for the is psalm is especially interesting because it seems to indicate double  
  authorship:  “of the sons of Korah,” and “of Heman.”  A very satisfactory explanation is given by  
  Leupold who suggests that “Heman was the author; and he belonged to the guild of singers called the 
  ‘Sons of Korah.’” 
 F. Maclaren suggests the following paragraph headings: 
  1. The Psalmist’s Cry to God (88:1-9a). 
  2. The Cry Repeated; Help! Before too Late (88:9b-12). 
  3. The Cry Repeated; More Details of Sorrow (88:13-18). 
 
THE TEXT. 
 88:1 O LORD, the God of my salvation,  

  I have cried out by day and in the night before You. 

 2 Let my prayer come before You;  

  Incline Your ear to my cry! 

 3 For my soul has had enough troubles,  

  And my life has drawn near to Sheol. 

 4 I am reckoned among those who go down to the pit;  

  I have become like a man without strength, 

 5 Forsaken among the dead,  

  Like the slain who lie in the grave,  

  Whom You remember no more,  

  And they are cut off from Your hand. 

 6 You have put me in the lowest pit,  

  In dark places, in the depths. 

 7 Your wrath has rested upon me,  

  And You have afflicted me with all Your waves. Selah. 

 8 You have removed my acquaintances far from me;  

  You have made me an object of loathing to them;  

  I am shut up and cannot go out. 

 9 My eye has wasted away because of affliction;  

  I have called upon You every day, O LORD;  

  I have spread out my hands to You. 

 10 Will You perform wonders for the dead?  

  Will the departed spirits rise and praise You? Selah. 

 11 Will Your lovingkindness be declared in the grave,  

  Your faithfulness in Abaddon? 

 12 Will Your wonders be made known in the darkness?  

  And Your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness? 

 13 But I, O LORD, have cried out to You for help,  

  And in the morning my prayer comes before You. 
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 14 O LORD, why do You reject my soul?  

  Why do You hide Your face from me? 

 15 I was afflicted and about to die from my youth on;  

  I suffer Your terrors; I am overcome. 

 16 Your burning anger has passed over me;  

  Your terrors have destroyed me. 

 17 They have surrounded me like water all day long;  

  They have encompassed me altogether. 

 18 You have removed lover and friend far from me;  

  My acquaintances are in darkness. 

 
COMMENTS. 
 A. The Psalmist’s Cry to God. 
  I have capitalized eight synonyms for the realm of the dead, or Hades.  It seems that the psalmist is 
  overcome with grief and approaching death. 
  [v1]  “O Lord, God of my salvation...”  An even greater marvel than the description of despair is the  
  complete confidence that the psalmist has in the Lord, and his continued prayer of faith and devotion. 
  [v4]  “I am counted with those who go down to the Pit...”  People have written him off as dead already. 
  [v5]  “...whom You remember no more, and who are cut off from Your hand.”  Although the psalmist 
  has a strong faith in God as indicated by his constant prayer, he does not believe that God will help 
  him after death.  This is a vivid contrast with the assurances that we have of bliss in Hades for the  
  righteous, as is described in Lk. 16:19-31 of Lazarus being “comforted” (16:25) in “Abraham’s bosom” 
  (16:22) while the wicked are tormented in flames (16:24).   Jesus told the penitent thief on the cross, 
  “...today you will be with Me in Paradise” (Lk. 23:43). 
   Peter on Pentecost, quoted Psa. 16:8-11 and applied it to Jesus, “...You will not leave my soul in 
  Hades...” Ac. 2:27.  While Jesus’ body was in the tomb, His soul was in “Paradise” or “Hades” as was 
  Lazarus when He died.  We know Jesus did not go to heaven when He died, because He told Mary 
  Magdalene, “Do not cling to Me, for I have not yet ascended to My Father...” (Jn. 20:17). 
  [v7]  “Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and You have afflicted me...”  Although He attributes his  
  suffering to God, he does not mention sins or repentance.  It may be that he is thinking that God  
  allows whatever happens, or that he had faith that God could give him relief. 
  [v8]  “You have put away my acquaintances far from me... made me an abomination to them...”   
  These lines certainly describe the repulsiveness of lepers, and their separation from society.  Coffman 
  mentions his visit to a leper colony some forty years earlier, and asked if their families ever visited  
  them.  The host chaplain said that they were already counted as dead by both their families and the 
  community. 
   “...I am shut up, and I cannot get out.”  This also seems to describe a leper colony where they  
  were cut off from society. 
  [v9a]  “My eye wastes away because of affliction.”  Coffman points out that this often happens with  
  leprosy when the eyelids are lost or the nerves are damaged so that they will not close, leaving the  
  eye exposed to dirt and bright sunlight.  Sometimes all sight is lost and they are in total darkness. 
 B. The Cry Repeated; Help!  Before It is Too Late. 
  [v9b]  “Lord I have called daily upon You...”  Even though he does not understand why he is suffering 
  so much, he continues to start the day with a prayer to God.  Here is true faith that does not depend 
  on our understanding. 
  [v10-12]  “Will You work wonders for the dead?  Shall the dead praise you?”  In these verses the  
  psalmist asks six questions that are presumed to require a negative answer.  He is alive and calls  
  upon God daily, and he seems to be saying, “Lord, bless me while You can, before I die.”  Again, we 
  have several synonyms for death. 
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 C. The Cry Repeated; More Details of Sorrow. 
  This last section seems to repeat and summarize his feeling that God has not answered his prayers, 
  nor does he have any indication that God has heard.  Yet, he continues to pray every morning and  
  shows his complete trust in God even though he does not understand why he is suffering so much.  
  This should cause us to examine our faith and gratitude.  We are greatly blessed with good heath care 
  and comforts of homes, clothing, food, freedom, and security.  Are we thankful and as faithful in prayer 
  and gratitude as we should be? 
 
 
 


